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One of the most notable developments in the British system of Higher Education over the last two decades has been the altering nature of the student body. Student numbers have increased due to government policies to widen participation and the ‘massification’ (Schuetze and Slowey, 2000) of higher education. There has been a shift away from standard A-level applicants, and with it a presupposed level of knowledge and understanding, to an acceptance of applicants possessing a range of relevant experiences to gain entry to University. Just as Universities have been faced with responding to an increase in student numbers, they have also faced the challenge of responding to external audit. This has principally taken the form of the work of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education. Of the Politics subject reviews that were undertaken in 65 Politics departments in 2000-2001, the weakest area of departmental provision was teaching, learning and assessment. The reviews that were undertaken were numerically graded 1-4, with 4 representing the highest grade. And while the QAA’s overview report for Politics notes that in the area of teaching, learning and assessment some 55 per cent of departments were judged to make a full contribution to the achievement of the aims and objectives (grade 4), with the remaining 45 per cent making a substantial contribution (grade 3), this has to be sat against a background that with the exception of one University, the lowest grade given in the review of Politics was a 3 (QAA, 2001, 17). Of the factors that influenced the lower scores for teaching, learning and assessment, the review reported that just over one-quarter of departments (26 per cent) failed to link teaching and assessment practices to the development of knowledge, critical, analytical and key transferable skills (QAA, 2001: 22). This is something that was not just akin to Politics, but was common with the experience of broader subject reviews, of which “the reason is almost always something to do with inconsistent assessment practices” (Rust, 2002:  147).  





It is only in recent years that there has been a significant amount of change to the design of Politics degrees in the UK (Goldsmith and Goldsmith, 2010). This has (among other reasons) been driven by an increased realisation of the necessity of ensuring that degree programmes offer a wider variety of assessment methods that now incorporates the likes of presentations, learning journals, reports and class tests, albeit with lectures and seminars still accounting for the main method of teaching content. This has resulted in a gradual shift away from end of year exams to mid-course assessment, as well as the introduction of diagnostic pieces of assessment at the start of a course. Arguments in favour of a reduction in the weight of exams arose out of an appreciation that exams often encourage surface learning (Marton and Säljö, 1997). This approach is associated with memorisation, the segmentation of learning materials, an absence of reflective practice, and learning being driven purely by the completion of assignment tasks (see Box 1).  As a first year History student from our NTFS project commented ‘I don't think exams are a good test of your skills, particularly in History where an exam is basically a memory test. I think coursework is a much better method of assessment.’ And because exams often attach as much (if not more) importance to technique rather than subject knowledge, they therefore do not necessarily provide a complete indication of student performance (Race, 2001: 43).  To this end, it is possible for students to obtain very good exam results and yet at the same time have serious misconceptions about the subject that they have studied.

Box 1: Deep and surface approaches to learning

	 Deep approaches	Surface approaches
Characteristics	Embeds a critical approach to knowledge and understanding, whereby ideas and concepts are examined in a reflective manner that promotes linkages in knowledge.Develops critical analysis of the subject matter.Promotes understanding of the subject.Active learning.Creates links between modules to promote knowledge and understanding.Modules are structured to link with previous knowledge.Advances reflective practice that allows new concepts and ideas to be developed.	Entrenches an approach that seeks to develop knowledge and understanding as distinct building blocks with little or no linkages between ideas. Prioritises the memorisation of information.Passive learning.Divides modules and learning materials into component chunks.Modules are structured by the need to complete assignments.Avoids reflective practice that seeks to get students to link concepts and ideas.
Teaching strategies	Strong personal interest in teaching the subject.Create an active learning environment that allows students to engage in discussion.Balanced delivery of teaching content.Allowing time for teaching material to be discussed.	Little or no interest in teaching the subject.Information is presented in a passive manner that allows little or no time for engagement and discussion.Overloading the content and transmission of teaching material.Rushing the delivery of teaching material.
Assessment strategies	Broad range of assessments used that challenge students.Assessments that link ideas and concepts together.Assessment strategies that reward effort.	Narrowly focussed assessment strategy.Assessments that focus on independent facts.Assessment strategies that penalise mistakes.

The fact that the nature of assessment plays the critical role in student learning is a point that is widely acknowledged.  Gibbs has commented that “assessment systems dominate what students are orientated towards in their learning” (Gibbs, 1992: 10), and while it has also been noted that assessment has been identified as the single most influential factor in student learning (Snyder 1971; Miller and Parlett in Gibbs and Simpson, 2004).  Brown notes that “assessment defines what students regard as important … If you want to change student learning then change the methods of assessment” (Brown, 1997: 7).  It is commonly acknowledged that assessment is the sole factor that is uppermost in students’ minds when they examine a curriculum. To this end, students’ assumptions as to what they will be assessed on will govern what they will learn, which is in contradistinction to the topics that they will have been exposed to in lectures and tutorials. In practical terms, this often means that the possibility for students to succeed in exams with limited reading and the selection of a narrow number of topics can result in students’ knowledge and understanding of modules being patchy. Such a state of affairs can be in contrast to the very aims that have been set out in the learning outcomes of modules, including students obtaining a wide knowledge of the relevant subject matter.  A key intention of revising methods of assessment is that they should embed a deep approach to learning (Marton and Säljö, 1997). To this end, assessment regimes should foster critical analysis of the subject matter, understanding, reflective practice and that motivates student involvement (Gibbs, 1992: 10-11).  A pertinent issue is therefore that the methods of assessment should be reflective of the learning outcomes that students are expected to achieve.


Deciding on the most appropriate means of assessment
As box 2 illustrates, there is a considerable variety of assessment practices and it is important that the right method of assessment is used (Race et al, 2005).  In essence, the method of assessment is directly correlated to the reasons for the need to assess.  We are therefore concerned with not just undertaking assessment in a broad setting, but directing assessment towards the provision of a mapping exercise which examines a whole range of skills and processes.  

Box 2: Comparing Assessment Methods

Method 	Description	Advantages	Disadvantages
Essays	An extended piece of writing that tackles a particular subject.	Students and staff are most familiar with this type of assessment.Students tend to have well-established routines for tackling essay writing.Essays help develop writing and analytical skills.  Essays provide an ability to distinguish performance between students.Essay writing is a way in which students can show originality and depth of knowledge on a subject.	Essay writing is something of an art and is as much about style as content.Essays do not lend themselves to precise marking standards. Marks are subjective and there can be considerable variation in standards.Essays are time consuming to write and student choice of topic is influenced by module progression.Essays can be problematic for students with learning support needs, such as dyslexia.Can take time for students to receive feedback.
Written Reports	The presentation of information on a particular theme in a structured manner. Reports tend to use a progressive numbering system such as 1,2,3 and be divided into specific sections   	Has a real-world element to the assessment task.Can generic skills such as use of computers.Allows a broad range of topics and areas of investigation to be tackled.	Without proper guidance, students can find it difficult to undertake an assessment that they are not familiar with.Marking criteria need to reflect a different form of assessment exercise, such as the effort involved in producing data tables.
Dissertations and Research projects	An extended piece of writing involving detailed research.	Provides an opportunity for students to examine subject matter in more depth.Promotes student creativity and reinforces independent learning.Individual nature of the dissertation means that there is less chance of plagiarism. 	Very time consuming.Requires considerable student support with time-management and organisational skills. Students do not always get adequate supervision.
Unseen Exams	A written exam which the students will not have previously seen.	Students and staff are familiar with this type of assessment.Helps to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the subject matter.All students face the same challenge.Encourages students to engage with the subject material.Little or no chance of cheating or plagiarism.	Exams favour some students more than others as technique of how to answer an exam is crucial.Exams can reinforce surface rather than deep learning.Often tests memory more than knowledge, understanding and analysis.Exams do not always provide a complete picture of student performance.Students rarely get feedback on exams. Therefore no sense of how they can improve.
Seen Exams	The contents of the exam are provided to the student at a time period before the exam is taken.	As students are provided with questions prior to the exam, this allows them to undertake focussed research prior to the exam.Has the advantage of providing a formative element to the assessment task.Can be viewed as being less stressful for students.  	Encourages students to focus on particular aspects of the curriculum.Students can spend too much time researching their questions and committing answers to memory which can encourage a surface learning approach.
Open-book Exams	Students are allowed to take certain learning aids, such as books, into the exam.	Less stress and emphasis on students having to memorise information.Focuses on the ability of students to find out information in a defined time period. 	Students can spend too much time trying to find information and not enough time writing.Students need to have equal access to the books that they can bring into the exam.
Multiple-choice tests	Comprises many questions and answers, of which one answer is correct.	Provides an opportunity to test a wide range of subject coverage.Not dependent on such skills as handwriting speed.Saves on staff time as they are quick and easy to grade.Provides an opportunity for swift feedback on performance to students. Good for gaining understanding of student progress.	Designing multiple-choice tests can take time.Students may ‘guess’ the correct answer.Students with learning difficulties may find it difficult to answer questions which all look the same.Multiple-choice questions do not always provide an opportunity for students to show a deep level of knowledge and understanding.Can create undue concern by some students if they obtain a poor result.
Presentations	Where students make a presentation to a class utilising the likes of PowerPoint and providing handouts. Can be individual or in groups.	Provides an opportunity for individual and collaborative work. Creates a good environment to demonstrate verbal reasoning skills through question and answer sessions.Develops technological skills in terms of the use of PowerPoint slides.Offers the opportunity for students to learn from their peers and reinforces reflective practice.	It can be hard to distinguish performance on collaborative work.Not all students are comfortable with presentations.Presentations can lead to accusations of subject bias because they are not anonymous. To ensure this does not happen there is a need for presentations to be recorded or double marked which can be time consuming.
Book reviews and annotated bibliographies	Book reviews pick out the strengths and weaknesses of an individual or a collective piece of writing.  Annotated bibliographies require a list of sources to be annotated with a short summary of their strengths and weaknesses.	A very useful means of developing analytical skills.Creates an opportunity for students to examine a wide range of reading materials.Is a useful method of developing skills that are relevant for research projects such as a dissertation.	It can be difficult to compare students work if the reviews are of different books. Reviews of individual books require sufficient copies in the library.Book reviews can be a time consuming process that does not involve collaborative effort.
Reflective journals 	Reflective journals are written over a specific time period to enable a student to reflect on their own learning.	Provides an opportunity to chart the development of student learning over a period of time. Helps to embed a reflective approach to learning.Relatively easy to demonstrate student ownership of the work through an oral viva, therefore overcoming concerns of plagiarism.	It can be difficult to evaluate this type of work as the individual nature of the exercise can mean that is hard to establish a common assessment format.They can be time consuming in terms of commenting on student work and marking the final product.
Blogs	Posting and responding to comments online.	Provide an opportunity for students to work in a learning environment that many are familiar with. Allows individual expression for students who might otherwise not talk in class.	Requires monitoring to ensure that the discussion retains a focus on the task in hand and does not drift into other unrelated topics.
Placements	Engages students in a real life learning environment.	Provides students with an opportunity to test their knowledge and understanding in the ‘real world’.Develops skills and experiences that future employers are interested in.Creates a sense of student independence.Allows students to bring lessons from the placement into their degree programme.	Difficult to achieve a common method of assessment. One student’s experience is going to be considerably different to another.Increases the chance of things going wrong as the University does not control the learning experience.Financial costs of travel and dress codes can impact on students.It can be difficult to align placement learning with learning outcomes of the module and degree.
Simulations	Involves a role play enactment of an event.	Allows student to appreciate the complexity of decision-making exercises.Puts learning into practice.	Involves a lot of effort to set up the simulation.Not all students are comfortable with taking on this type of assessment.

We now discuss four of these assessment methods which may have particular relevance within the discipline of Politics in more detail.

The practice of assessment – oral presentations
In looking at particular examples of the practice of assessment, oral presentations are particularly valuable as they develop important transferable skills in students.  Such presentations obviously require the important discipline of structure and clarity of argument, but they also attach emphasis to the variety of tools that can be used to deliver presentations, such as PowerPoint.  This use of non-written assessment is an important method of developing student’s verbal reasoning skills.  For oral presentations to be effective they should be assessed by assessment criteria that differ from the requirements of written work such as essays or case study reports. This is because they are clearly testing different skills. One of the benefits of oral presentations is that they lend themselves to student peer evaluation which is a particularly valuable form of learning. Where a presentation contributes to the final degree mark, then it should always be double marked by two members of staff. The grade can otherwise be regarded as overly subjective. It is also helpful to video presentations as this can then assist with student feedback as well as forming part of the assessments that are reviewed by external examiners.

Written assessment
The use of oral presentations goes in tandem with written assessment procedures as it is important that graduates have both the ability to convey information in an oral and written form.  Whilst skills of clarity, structure, argument and analysis are important in both oral and written methods of assessment, written assessment involves a different range of skills, including spelling, punctuation, grammar and syntax.  Written forms of assessment are also an important means of diagnosing if a student is dyslexic, for instance.  Of the forms of written assessment that are available, the most common format is the standard essay and dissertation. Reports are another written assessment method. The relevance of this form of assessment flows from the reality that graduates will be more likely be engaged in report writing rather than essay writing and therefore it is important that they are made aware of the different skills and practices that are involved in the construction of reports.

Placements
Whilst presentations and report writing help to assist with developing a broader set of skills, they do not provide a substitute from the real world of work. One solution is for students to engage in placement learning (Curtis et al, 2009a; Curtis and Blair, 2010a and 2010b). For disciplines such as Politics, where there has not been a formal requirement for placements, this adjustment of the curriculum can create a number of challenges for academics and students. This particularly applies to the extent to which it is possible to develop a reliable means of assessment.  Such a point of view is reflective of the fact that there will inevitably be a degree of variety between the experiences of each and every work placement.  An important point is therefore that the methods of assessment to be used need to be able to offer the opportunity for students to demonstrate the learning experience irrespective of the nature or the success of the placement.

Reflective journals and blogs
As students are to be exposed to the demands of the ‘real-world’ then the tasks to be set should be reflective of the ‘real-world’ placement environment (Marr and Leach, 2005).  This can be achieved through the use of a learning contract that is developed by the student in collaboration with the work placement and the academic supervisor. Learning contracts are particularly useful because they are an optimum means of maximising student engagement and motivation and ensure that students are aware of the tasks to be undertaken. This is in line with the reality that there is a clear link in improving the performance of students when they have a clearer understanding of the assessment criteria. Reflective journals and blogs are particularly helpful methods of assessing students undertaking work placements because they lend themselves to online electronic formats that provide an opportunity to develop peer supported learning by creating a community of student learners (Curtis et al, 2009b). They also enable staff to provide supportive feedback on an ongoing process as a means of aiding a deep approach to learning. In this context, Boud has commented that “web-based activities appear to be most effective when there is direct interaction between staff and students and among students themselves” (Boud 2001: 6). 


Summative versus formative assessment
Whatever the method of assessment used, it is important to ensure that the approach provides sufficient opportunity for students to demonstrate their subject understanding. Here it is important to ensure that students are not over-assessed as this can result in a surface approach to learning rather than a deep approach. And while a key underlying factor in summative assessment is the need to grade student achievement and to provide a data set that indicates the level of individual and group cohort student achievement, there are, of course, many other reasons to undertake a process of assessment.  This includes motivating students by concentrating their energies on a particular piece of coursework. But crucially assessment does require a feedback element so as to provide students with information on their level of achievement and in doing so direction for future improvement.

It is therefore important that some method of performance indicators can be obtained at a relatively early stage of the learning process, not least to flag up any students who may require extra assistance. This can take the form of formative and summative methods of assessment. Summative assessment is “a judgement which encapsulates all the evidence up to a given point” (Taras, 2005: 468), for example this may take the form of a grade or percentage mark on an assignment.  Formative assessment is concerned with providing student feedback that helps to provide clarifications in the student learning process and in this sense ‘can be used to shape and improve the student’s competence’ (Sadler, 1989: 120). This might include the pre-submission of coursework to ensure that it has the correct level of focus. This type of assessment tends not to be formally graded. By contrast, summative assessment is generally associated with the end point of the learning cycle, with the focus being on obtaining a grade that reflects student performance.  This might include an end of module exam or written assessment. 


The significance of feedback
A potential pitfall in any method of assessment is the way in which feedback is provided. This is a point that has been noted in the literature, with a common theme being that students often find feedback to be problematic. This has been further borne out by the evidence of the National Student Survey (NSS). Feedback is, however, extremely subjective and there is evidence to highlight that students views on feedback are heavily influenced by the grade awarded. For instance, students who receive a high grade are often less likely to query feedback because they maybe content with the grade awarded (Duncan, 2007). This is despite the fact that there could be room for more constructive feedback to further develop their work. One of the issues here is that students are rarely given guidance on how to best use their feedback (Burke, 2009) and this can in turn lead to frustration on the behalf of students and academic staff. There is evidence that the use of academic language is one of the reasons students do not follow-up on their feedback (Ivanic et al., 2000; Lea and Street, 1998, Weaver, 2006). And while this non-engagement can be frustrating for academic staff, one of the problems is that students who receive poor quality feedback on a regular basis tend then to completely disengage from the feedback process (Sadler, 2005).

Such a state of affairs is problematic because feedback is recognised to be of great value in improving student performance (Black and William, 1998). One of the challenges is therefore to develop effective feedback strategies (Blair and McGinty, 2010). This is particularly important in the case of exams taken at the end of the academic year which do not automatically lead to feedback because students tend no longer to be in formal teaching sessions (Brown, 2007). In this context a single piece of assessed coursework, such as an essay, towards the end of a module and the provision of an exam is a less than satisfactory method of assessment.  This is because of four factors. First, the chosen methods will not provide sufficient feedback to students at an early enough stage so that methods of improvement can be implemented. Second, the assessment timing creates a gap between present student practice and future implementation. Third, a narrow method of assessment is more than likely to embed a surface approach to learning whereby students deliberately focus their energies on segmenting learning materials into chunks to complete the tasks in hand. Fourth, leaving assessment towards the end of a module increases the likelihood of students dropping out of their studies (Race et al, 2005, 10-11).

Of the reasons that high quality feedback is crucial, a key point to note is that it helps to develop students as independent learners though a self-regulation model (Butler and Winne, 1995). In other words, students are encouraged to establish strategies such as their management of the amount of time they have available to study, planning for the use of learning materials in the library, as well as the way that they can utilise and build on the feedback that they receive. As Sadler (1989) has noted, for such a strategy to be effective, it is clearly important that students need to be able to understand what actually good performance is, what the difference is between current performance and good performance, as well as the methods that can be employed to ‘close the gap’ between current and good performance. Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick (2006: 205) have further refined these thoughts by identifying seven principles of good feedback practice:

1.	helps clarify what good performance is (goals, criteria, expected standards);
2.	facilitates the development of self-assessment (reflection) in learning;
3.	delivers high quality information to students about their learning;
4.	encourages teacher and peer dialogue around learning;
5.	encourages positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem;
6.	provides opportunities to close the gap between current and desired performance;
7.	provides information to teachers that can be used to help shape the teaching.

Nevertheless, several structural factors within the university system, such as the modularisation of courses, assessments at the end of each semester and increased class sizes have influenced the quality and timing of feedback according to Hounsell (2003) .The modularisation of courses within the division of two semesters has meant that students need to be ‘tested’ for each module, often at the end of each semester. The impact on feedback is that the timing of assignments and feedback are at the end of each module. The feedback may then be given at the start of the next semester, often when the student has ‘moved on’. At the same time larger classes have meant an increased marking load for staff. The result is that lecturers have less time to write detailed feedback and there is less opportunity for dialogue around feedback within tutorial sessions. 





This chapter has argued that assessment and feedback benefit from a reflective approach that encourages deep rather than surface learning. Whatever the methods of assessment that are used, it is important to achieve a balance between different types of assessment. And while assessment is in itself of value in terms of recording student achievement, its broader value is that it assists with motivating students, consolidates their learning and ensures that they are able to remedy mistakes. But for this to happen, it is crucial that effective feedback is provided as means of not just reflecting on the work undertaken, but crucially as a mechanism for providing a structured pathway for student progression and achievement. We have developed the acronym SMART assessment and suggest this is a potential way forward for the discipline of Politics, as outlined in box 3.

Box 3: SMART Assessment


Scaffolded	Students are given more support at the start of their studies to assist with their development and understanding of the subject matter. This could involve extra seminars and greater attention to providing feedback and advice on assessments. As student knowledge and learning increases, then the level of support can taper off.
Motivating	Learning and assessment needs to be motivational, otherwise students just go through the motions of completing tasks that reflect a surface approach.
Active	Allowing students to undertake assessments that facilitate collaborative and independent tasks which facilitate dialogue and encourages deeper thought processes that makes links between different modules and areas of knowledge.
Reflective	Providing students with sufficient opportunity to reflect on their assessment so that they can set their own goals and targets, thereby promoting self-regulated and independent learning.
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